Religion and oppression A sociology of religion
Religion, like other major institutions, shapes social structures and interpersonal relationships. For these reasons, the work of sociology's founding fathers -Émile Durkheim, Max Weber, and Karl Marx -take considerable interest in religious institutions. Writing at the turn of the 20th century, Durkheim's ethnographic work emphasizes that religion is a social construction: "religion is something eminently social. Religious representations are collective representations which express collective realities" (2012 [1915] , p.10). Religion, he suggests, creates a framework for understanding the social world. Likewise, Durkheim sees religion as an internalized mechanism of control. Religion ensures a sense of community and encourages adherence to morality, both of which are needed for the smooth functioning of society. Religion gives society a shared understanding of what is good and what is bad; it distinguishes from the sacred and the profane. It sets boundaries.
Religion, then, manifests across all cultures because it suits some societal need. In analyzing the various religious sects, Durkheim determines that different religions performed similar functions for human society in general, but also specific functions for individual cultures. Histories, traditions, rituals, and narratives are sculpted by the culture in which they are embedded and religious beliefs work to legitimate them. The rich tapestry of social supports that are created to protect and sustain religion effectively erase the human hand involved. As with all successful social constructs, religion and other socially constructed practices come to be understood as both normal and natural.
Durkheim also explores the possibility of achieving these social goods through nonreligious means, particularly so as society had begun to secularize. Religion, he argues, reflects the power structure of a given society. Religious adherence is a collective effort that works to ensure a sense of gratitude to that society as well as confidence in it. Patriotism, however, might serve the same function. The educational system, too, works to integrate individuals into a modern society and instills values (Wallace, 1973) . Religion is one of the many institutions that shape society. Because it is socially constructed, its presence is neither mandatory nor guaranteed.
Similarly, Karl Marx sees religion as an institution maintained by the ruling class that is intended to legitimize the prevailing social structure (Raines, 2002, p.3) . While he acknowledges that religion works to temporarily relieve the suffering of a highly exploited mass of people,
